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ABSTRACT. In the present prospective study of 81 older volunteers from a nonprofit organization in Australia, the 
authors compared the predictive utility of I. Ajzen’s (1988) theory of planned behavior with that of E. G. Clary and 
M. Snyder’s (1991) functional approach to volunteering. The authors mailed questionnaires to 385 volunteers in two 
waves of data collection. The first wave measured the theory-of-planned-behavior variables and the functional-
approach variables. The second wave measured self-reported volunteering behavior for the previous month. 
Regression analyses supported both the theory of planned behavior and the functional approach; the theory of 
planned behavior accounted for a significantly larger proportion of variance in above-average participation in self-
reported volunteerism. The findings of the present study provided some support for both the theory of planned 
behavior and the functional approach as models of self-reported volunteerism. 
Key words: attitude–behavior relations, functional approach, prosocial behavior, theory of planned behavior, 
volunteers  
DEMAND ON THE VOLUNTARY SECTOR to deliver welfare that was formerly provided by the government has 
increased in Australia (McDonald & Warburton, 2000). Of the adult population, 32% volunteer annually (Australian 
Bureau of Statistics, 2000) with the nonprofit sector relying on this free labor source for its survival (e.g., Unger, 
1991). Accordingly, research about the factors involved in volunteering is important.  
Despite the importance of volunteering, the determinants of above-average participation in volunteerism 
(i.e., volunteering at rates above the national average) are still largely unknown. With few notable exceptions, 
volunteerism research has provided either a demographic analysis of volunteers (Reed & Selbee, 2000) or an 
analysis of the outcomes that are associated with volunteerism (e.g., Gillespie & King, 1985). Both of these 
approaches have been criticized for being atheoretical and for being concerned only with individualistic factors, 
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while ignoring external volunteerism determinants, such as the role of social influence on volunteer decisions (e.g., 
Warburton & Terry, 2000).  
Two main theoretical approaches have emerged, providing a more comprehensive understanding of the 
determinants of volunteerism: namely Ajzen’s (1988) theory of planned behavior and Clary and Snyder’s (1991) 
functional approach. Although both of these approaches have been efficacious in the prediction of volunteerism, 
neither has been used to predict above-average participation in volunteerism. In addition, researchers have not 
compared the efficacy of these two theoretical approaches to determine which approach provides a better 
representation of peoples' motivations to volunteer at a rate above the national average.  
The Theory of Planned Behavior 
 The first major theoretical approach to understanding volunteering is the theory of planned behavior. The 
central premise of this theory is that people make decisions rationally by systematically using accessible 
information. The theoretical model hypothesizes that the causal antecedents of behavior are a logical sequence of 
cognitions (Fishbein & Ajzen, 1975). 
Ajzen (1988) postulated the immediate antecedent of behavior to be the person’s intention to perform it. 
Intentions, in turn, are proposed to be a function of three independent determinants. The first determinant of 
intention is the person’s attitude, conceptualized as the overall evaluation, either positive or negative, of performing 
the behavior of interest (Ajzen, 1988). The second determinant of behavioral intentions is subjective norm, which 
reflects perceived social pressure to perform or not perform the behavior (Ajzen, 1988). The third determinant of 
behavioral intentions is perceived behavioral control, which reflects the extent to which the person perceives the 
behavior to be under volitional control (Ajzen, 1988). Ajzen (1991) argued that perceived behavioral control 
indirectly affects behavior via intentions, has a direct effect on behavior, or both.  
Although researchers (e.g., Beale & Manstead, 1991; Beck & Ajzen, 1991) have found support for the 
theory of planned behavior across a diverse range of behaviors, one limitation of the theory is that typically the 
scales that are used to assess perceived behavioral control demonstrate poor reliability (Povey, Conner, Sparks, 
James, & Shepherd, 2000). An explanation for this poor reliability is failure to separate perceived behavioral control 
from individuals’ appraisal of their abilities relating to behavioral performance (i.e., comparable to Bandura’s 1982 
notion of self-efficacy; Terry & O’Leary, 1995). Several researchers have conceptually and empirically 
distinguished self-efficacy and perceived behavioral control (White, Terry, & Hogg, 1994). Given that the items 
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measuring self-efficacy have been found to be more reliable than those measuring perceived behavioral control 
(Povey et al.), the control measure in the present study consisted of self-efficacy items. Schaalma, Kok, and Peters 
(1993) and Terry and O’Leary have used self-efficacy successfully as an alternative measure of control in past 
studies. 
Warburton and Terry (2000) provided initial support for the application of the theory of planned behavior 
to the volunteerism domain. They examined the efficacy of this theory in prediction of volunteerism, by using a 
sample of 315 older individuals (i.e., 65–74 year olds) who were randomly chosen from the Australian electoral roll. 
It should be noted that despite the results of the study indicating strong support for the theory of planned behavior in 
the domain of volunteerism, the authors’ focus was on whether or not individuals volunteered, rather than on the 
above-average participation in volunteering. Although the identification of the determinants of volunteerism is 
important, the substantial need for volunteers creates a demand to focus on what motivates individuals to volunteer 
at a rate above the national average.  
The Functional Approach to Volunteerism 
A second major theoretical approach to understanding volunteering is the functional approach. Similar to 
theorists of planned behavior, theorists of the functional approach assume that the decision to volunteer is a rational 
process. They argue that volunteer behavior is preceded by a cognitive evaluation of the benefits derived from 
volunteering (Cnaan & Goldberg-Glen, 1991).  
 Clary, Snyder, and Ridge (1992) based the functional approach to volunteering on the functional approach 
to motivations, which states that people maintain their behaviors if the behaviors fulfill one or more individualistic 
needs (Snyder & DeBono, 1987). Clary, Snyder, and Ridge (1992) posited that individuals will volunteer if they 
perceive volunteering as fulfilling one or more of six motivational functions. The first two functions are the values 
function (volunteering to express altruistic values) and the understanding function (volunteering to understand the 
population being helped; Clary et al., 1992). The third and fourth functions are the career function (volunteering to 
gain career-related benefits) and the social function (i.e., volunteering reflects the normative influence of friends, 
family, or a social group). The final functions are the protective function (volunteering to facilitate guilt reduction 
associated with being more fortunate than others) and the esteem function (volunteering for ego-growth and -
development; Clary et al., 1992). Clary et al. (1998) also proposed an interactionist position whereby individuals’ 
motivations should be matched to the opportunities afforded by the environment.  
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On the basis of the conceptual foundation of the functional approach, Clary et al. (1992) developed the 
Volunteer Functions Inventory (VFI) to assess each of the six proposed functions. By using the VFI, Clary and 
associate (Clary et al., 1998; Clary, Snyder, & Stukas, 1996) have found support for the use of the functional 
approach as a predictive model within the volunteerism domain. For example, Clary et al. (1998) examined 269 
volunteers and found that the interaction between motivation (as measured by the six volunteer functions) and the 
satisfaction provided by volunteering predicted the volunteer’s intention to continue volunteering. However, when 
predicting whether individuals will volunteer (rather than whether they will continue to volunteer), researchers can 
examine the functional approach by using only individuals’ motivations on the six volunteer functions (Clary et al., 
1996). For example, Clary et al. (1996) tested whether the VFI would predict volunteer behavior and found support 
for the predictive validity of this model within the volunteerism domain. Clary et al.’s (1996) study examined 2,671 
individuals who completed the VFI and who stated whether or not they had volunteered in the past year. Results 
revealed the values, career, social, and understanding functions to be significant predictors of self-reported 
volunteering behavior. This latter predictive approach—the functional approach, using the VFI—is the focus of the 
present study. Researchers have not tested the predictive utility of the functional approach in relation to above-
average participation in volunteerism.  
Comparison of the Functional Approach to Volunteering and the Theory of Planned Behavior 
In summary, researchers have applied two major theoretical approaches—namely, the theory of planned 
behavior and the functional approach— to understand the determinants of volunteerism (Warburton & Terry, 2000). 
One advantage of the functional approach is that it incorporates a broader conceptualization of social influence than 
the theory of planned behavior. Rather than just incorporating perceived pressure from others, the functional 
approach specifically incorporates both perceived social benefits and perceived norms of others. Because social 
factors are important within the volunteering domain (Warburton & Terry), the inclusion of a broad range of social-
influence factors is important. In contrast, the overall approach from the perspective of the functional approach may 
be more narrow than that of the theory of planned behavior. The functional approach incorporates only the perceived 
benefits associated with volunteering while ignoring other decision-making determinants, such as behavioral costs 
and control factors. Empirical research has supported the inclusion of both costs (Warburton, Terry, Rosenman, & 
Shapiro, 2001) and efficacy-related factors (Warburton & Terry) within decision-making models for volunteerism 
behaviors. Because the theory of planned behavior incorporates benefits and costs, along with control factors, we 
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argue in the present article that this framework will provide a greater understanding of the determinants of 
volunteering than will the functional approach.  
Thus, in the present research we had two major aims. The first aim was to assess the utility of both the 
theory of planned behavior and the functional approach as predictive models of above-average participation in self-
reported volunteerism. The second aim was to compare the efficacy of the theory of planned behavior with the 
efficacy of the functional approach in the prediction of self-reported volunteerism.  
Hypotheses 
Hypothesis 1: Considering the planned behavior model, we expected that intentions to volunteer at a 
rate above the national average would be influenced by attitudes, subjective norm, and self-efficacy.  
Hypothesis 2: Additionally, intentions to volunteer at an above-average rate and self-efficacy were 
both expected to predict above-average participation in self-reported volunteer behavior.  
Hypothesis 3: In relation to the functional approach to volunteering, we expected that the six volunteer 
functions would predict above-average participation in self-reported volunteer behavior.  
Hypothesis 4: For the comparison of the efficacy of the two approaches, it was expected that the theory 
of planned behavior would predict significantly more variance in self-reported volunteer behavior than 
would the functional approach. 
Method 
Participants 
 We mailed questionnaires to 385 volunteers who were in the database of a large multipurpose welfare 
organization in Australia. A total of 141 respondents completed the questionnaires in Wave 1 of the data collection. 
Therefore, a response rate of 37% was obtained at Time 1. This rate was comparable to rates of previous 
volunteerism research, which have been between 30% and 50% (e.g., Anderson & Moore, 1978). We considered the 
present rate adequate because our survey was unsolicited and completed mainly by older individuals as was the case 
in previous research (see Herzog & Kulka, 1989).  
Participants were 24 men (17%) and 117 women (83%). The mean age of respondents was 52.23 years (SD 
= 18.14 years; range = 15–88 years). Most of the participants (83.0%) were either retired (47.5%) or in paid work 
(35.5%). Few participants (17.0%) either were unemployed (4.3%) or did not indicate an occupation (12.7%). The 
WHITEEDIT2.DOC FOR APR2005SOC BY C. DEGRAZIA ON 02/01/05.      P. 6 OF 14. 
participants were predominantly married (50.7%), with 22.9% being single, 15.7% being widowed, 9.3% being 
divorced, and 1.4% being in a de facto relationship.  
Of the respondents who completed the main questionnaire in Wave 1, 81 (57%) completed the follow-up 
questionnaire at Wave 2 of the data collection. In Wave 2, those respondents who did complete the questionnaire 
and those who did not complete the questionnaire did not differ on any of the variables assessed at Time 1. 
Design 
 In the present study, we used a prospective design with two waves of data collection. In Wave 1 of data 
collection, we tested variables of the theory of planned behavior and the functional approach regarding above-
average participation in volunteerism. In Wave 2 of data collection, we measured above-average participation in 
volunteerism over the month between data collection Waves 1 and 2. 
Measures 
Target Behavior. The target behavior was volunteerism, defined by Warburton and Terry (2000) as “any 
service to the community given without payment through a group or organization” (p. 249). We operationalized 
volunteerism as the extent to which an individual volunteered 3 hours per week or more. We selected that time 
stipulation to represent above-average participation in volunteerism because the national survey of volunteers of the 
Australian Bureau of Statistics (2000) revealed that the average rate of volunteer participation in Australia is 3 hours 
per week. We measured this behavior over 4 weeks. To maximize predictive power, we measured the predictor and 
criterion at the same level of specificity in relation to action, target, time, and context (Ajzen, 1988; Fishbein & 
Ajzen, 1975). 
Wave 1—Main Questionnaire. We sent the main questionnaire to volunteers in May 2001. It assessed the 
variables of the theory of planned behavior and those of the functional approach in relation to above-average 
participation in volunteerism. To reduce the effects of response bias, we incorporated some negatively worded items 
as shown in Appendix A. All of the measures had satisfactory internal reliability (see Tables 1 and 2.  
Wave 2—Follow-Up Questionnaire. In June 2001, 4 weeks after the completion of the main questionnaire, 
we posted to respondents a follow-up questionnaire about their performance of the target behavior. In the 
questionnaire, we asked respondents to indicate to what extent they engaged in 3 hours per week or more of 
volunteer work during the past month on a Likert-scale ranging from 1 = not at all to 7 = a large extent. Volunteer 
behavior comprised volunteering at any organization throughout the month. To improve the reliability of the self-
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reported data, we also asked respondents to provide further details such as the frequency and extent of their 
volunteer work. 
Procedure 
 We posted to volunteers from a large volunteer organization (a) a letter that detailed the nature and purpose 
of the present study and that invited them to complete the questionnaire, (b) the main questionnaire, and (c) and a 
stamped self-addressed return envelope in which to return the questionnaire. We posted the same volunteers the 
follow-up questionnaire 1 month later. We informed respondents that they were free to discontinue their 
participation at any stage without penalty. For the purpose of confidentiality and to match the two questionnaires, 
the questionnaires contained unique code identifiers. 
Results 
Overview of Data Analysis 
 In the first set of analyses, we tested the accuracy of the standard variables of the theory of planned 
behavior in predicting intentions to volunteer at an above-average rate and self-reported above-average participation 
in volunteerism. In a second set of analyses, we examined the accuracy of the functional approach in predicting 
above-average participation in self-reported volunteerism. In a third set of analyses, we compared the accuracy of 
these two approaches in the prediction of above-average participation in self-reported volunteerism. 
Descriptive Analysis of Volunteerism 
 Tables 1 and 2 show means, standard deviations, correlations, and alpha coefficients of the variables of the 
theory of planned behavior and the variables of the functional approach, respectively. 
The Theory of Planned Behavior and Volunteerism 
Analysis predicting behavioral intentions. We performed a multiple linear regression by using intentions to 
volunteer at an above-average rate as the dependent variable and attitude, subjective norm, and self-efficacy as the 
independent variables. As Table 3 shows, we found support for the theory of planned behavior in predicting 
behavioral intentions with the linear combination of its components accounting for 75% (74% adjusted) of the 
variance in intention to regularly volunteer. Self-efficacy emerged as the strongest predictor of intentions, β = .57, p 
= .00, with attitude, β = .28, p = .00, and subjective norm, β = .20, p = .00, also emerging as significant predictors. 
Thus, individuals who (a) had positive attitudes towards volunteering, (b) perceived pressure from others to perform 
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the behavior, and (c) felt confident that behavioral performance would be easy were more likely to intend to 
volunteer. These findings support Hypothesis 1.  
Analysis predicting self-reported behavior. We performed a multiple linear regression to assess the 
influence of the variables of the theory of planned behavior on above-average participation in self-reported 
volunteerism. We entered intentions to volunteer at an above-average rate and self-efficacy as independent 
variables, with self-reported volunteer behavior as the dependent variable. As Table 3 shows, the linear combination 
of intention and self-efficacy accounted for 57% (55% adjusted) of the variance in volunteer behavior. Intentions to 
volunteer at an above-average rate emerged as a significant predictor of self-reported volunteer behavior, β = .66, p 
= .00, whereas self-efficacy was not a significant predictor, β = .20, p = .13. Thus, people who intended to volunteer 
at an above-average rate were more likely to volunteer at an above-average rate. These findings provided partial 
support for Hypothesis 2 because intentions to volunteer at an above-average rate, but not self-efficacy, predicted 
above-average participation in volunteerism.  
The Functional Approach to Volunteering 
To examine the efficacy of the functional approach in relation to above-average participation in self-
reported volunteerism, we performed a multiple linear regression using self-reported volunteer behavior as the 
dependent variable and the six volunteer functions as the independent variables. As Table 4 shows, we found 
support for the use of the functional approach in predicting volunteerism, with the VFI scales accounting for 27% 
(20% adjusted) of the variance in self-reported volunteer behavior.1 The social function emerged as a significant 
predictor of volunteer behavior, β = .40, p = .00, (see Table 4). However, the following functions were not 
significant predictors: values, β = .28, p = .07; protective, β = −.17, p = .29; understanding, β = −−.10, p = .611; 
enhancement, β = .07, p = .72; and career, β = .07, p = .59. Thus, the individuals were more likely to volunteer if 
volunteering reflected the normative influence of friends, family, and other important referents. These findings 
provide partial support for Hypothesis 3 because the social function, but not the remaining five volunteer functions, 
were significant predictors of above-average participation in volunteerism. 
Comparison of the Theory of Planned Behavior and the Functional Approach to Volunteering 
We conducted the comparison of the efficacy of the functional approach and the theory of planned behavior 
by using the formula developed by Steiger (1980) to examine the difference between two multiple correlation 
coefficients. Results revealed a significant difference between the two correlation coefficients, z = 2.97, p < .05. In 
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support of Hypothesis 4, the theory of planned behavior (accounting for 57% of the variance in behavior) was a 
more efficacious predictor than the functional approach (accounting for 26% of the variance in self-reported 
volunteer behavior). 
Discussion 
 In the present study, we had two main aims. The first aim was to assess the predictive efficacy of both the 
theory of planned behavior and the functional approach in understanding above-average participation in self-
reported volunteerism. Results provided some support for both theories as approaches to understanding above- 
average participation in volunteerism. The second aim was to compare the theory of planned behavior with the 
functional approach to determine which model provided a better representation of the determinants underlying 
above-average participation in volunteerism. The theory of planned behavior accounted for more variance in self-
reported volunteer behavior than did the functional approach. 
The Theory of Planned Behavior 
 The present results supported the efficacy of the theory of planned behavior in the understanding and 
prediction of above-average participation in volunteerism only partially. Support for the theorized determinants of 
behavioral intentions was found, with attitude, subjective norm, and self-efficacy accounting for a large and 
significant proportion of the variance (75%) in intentions to volunteer at an above-average rate. Thus, consistent 
with Hypothesis 1, individuals’ attitudes toward above-average participation in volunteerism, their appraisals of 
their abilities to perform this behavior, and their perceptions of pressure from others predicted intentions to 
volunteer at an above-average rate.  
The theory of planned behavior suggests that self-efficacy and intentions will predict behavior (Hypothesis 
2). Although the combination of self-efficacy and intentions to volunteer at an above-average rate accounted for a 
significant proportion of the variance (57%) in above-average participation in self-reported volunteerism, the results 
supported Hypothesis 2 only partially because intentions, but not self-efficacy, significantly predicted self-reported 
volunteerism. This finding indicates that individuals intending to volunteer at an above-average rate were more 
likely to engage in above-average participation in volunteerism. The lack of support for self-efficacy as a predictor 
of above-average participation in volunteerism is inconsistent with the theory of planned behavior, which posits a 
direct link between control factors and behavior (Ajzen, 1988). However, our finding is consistent with prior 
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volunteerism research indicating that control factors influenced intentions rather than reported volunteerism (e.g., 
Warburton & Terry, 2000).  
Functional Approach to Volunteering 
As with the theory of planned behavior, the functional approach to understanding volunteerism also 
received some support in the present study. The volunteer functions accounted specifically for a significant 
proportion of the variance in above-average participation in self-reported volunteerism. This finding is consistent 
with past research on the predictive efficacy of the functional approach (e.g., Clary et al., 1996) and supports its 
utility in the domain of above-average participation in volunteerism.  
Hypothesis 4, which stated that the six volunteer functions would predict self-reported volunteerism, 
received only partial support in the present study with the social function as the only volunteer function to emerge as 
a significant predictor of above-average participation in volunteerism. This finding is inconsistent with past research 
suggesting that the social function is one of the least important determinants of volunteerism (e.g., Clary et al., 
1998). The significance of this function in the present sample may be a consequence of the older population sampled 
because researchers have found that the social function tends to be more strongly endorsed as a reason for 
volunteering by older volunteers than by younger ones (e.g., Bowen, Andersen, & Urban, 2000).  
 Another important finding is the lack of support for the personal functions—particularly the values, 
understanding, and enhancement functions—which are the most commonly endorsed reasons for volunteering 
(Clary & Snyder, 1999). It may be that, although benefits of volunteering motivate individuals to seek out 
volunteering, above-average participation in volunteering is determined to a greater extent by social factors.  
The Comparison of the Theory of Planned Behavior and the Functional Approach to Volunteering 
The second aim of the present study was to compare the predictive validity of the functional approach with 
that of the theory of planned behavior to determine which of these two rational decision-making models would 
provide a more comprehensive understanding of volunteerism determinants. Although the present study did not 
yield support for all of the theorized determinants of either theory, the theory of planned behavior accounted for 
significantly more variance in volunteer behavior than did the functional approach (supporting Hypothesis 4). Thus, 
targeting the variables of the theory of planned behavior may be more appropriate when developing broad-based 
strategies to increase above-average participation in volunteerism.  
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A central tenant of the functional approach is that volunteering is based on the fulfillment of individualistic 
motivations (Clary & Snyder, 1991). Although this premise was supported by the finding that the volunteer 
functions significantly predicted volunteerism, the predictive efficacy of this model may be increased by 
incorporation of a broader range of decision-making determinants into the experimental design. However, 
researchers should note that we tested the VFI only as a predictive model, and, thus, the full interactionist position 
was not tested. Thus, although the theory of planned behavior emerged as a more powerful predictor of volunteerism 
behavior than did the functional approach, this finding is only generalizable to predictive studies.  
Strengths and Limitations 
 The present study had several strengths. First, previous researchers had not compared the utility of the 
theory of planned behavior with that of the functional approach. Second, few previous researchers had applied either 
the theory of planned behavior or the functional approach to the prediction of above-average participation in 
volunteerism. In the present study, we both compared and applied the two approaches.  
 The present study also had a few limitations. First, only 81 volunteers (21%) completed both 
questionnaires. Although this response rate was adequate for the statistical procedures that we performed 
(Tabachnick & Fidell, 2001), it may be problematic for the generalizability of the present findings. Second, we 
based the measure of volunteerism on self-report data, which may inflate the proportions of reported activity. 
Objective measures of behavior, such as records from volunteer organizations, may provide more accurate data. 
Third, although the use of a community-based sample was a strength of the present research, the respondents in the 
present study were mainly older women (M = 52 years, SD = 18.14) and from one volunteer organization only. As a 
result, the findings are only generalizable to older female volunteers within the volunteer organization sampled. 
Fifth, the participants in the present study were current volunteers and, as such, may have been motivated to portray 
their volunteering in a positive manner. Thus, the participants' volunteer status may have biased the integrity of the 
present data (see Orne, 1962). However, although it is possible that the respondents’ desires to be portrayed 
positively may have biased the present data, their strong endorsements of egoistic reasons rather than altruistic 
reasons for volunteering, suggest honesty in their self-reports. Therefore, participants' volunteer status may not have 
biased the present results.  
Conclusion 
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In summary, the present study provided some support for the utility of both the theory of planned behavior and 
the functional approach as approaches to understanding the determinants of above-average participation in self-
reported volunteerism. In the present study, we also found that the theory of planned behavior displayed greater 
predictive efficacy than did the functional approach regarding above-average participation in volunteerism. The 
findings of the present study indicate that by encompassing a broad range of behavioral decision-making 
determinants, researchers can gain a greater understanding of the processes underlying people’s decisions to engage 
in above-average participation in volunteerism. 
NOTE 
1. The factor analysis of the VFI in the present study revealed five rather than the six a priori VFI factors, 
with the enhancement factor items split across both the protection factors and the understanding factors. Therefore, 
along with the standard multiple regression using the six a priori functions, we also performed a standard multiple 
regression using the five factors as independent variables. Similar to the regression using the six scales, the five 
scales accounted for 26% (20% adjusted) of the variance in behavior. Also in accordance with the regression 
involving the six functions, the factor corresponding to the social function, β = .36, p < .05, was the only significant 
predictor of volunteerism. Because there was no difference between the significance of any of the functions and no 
difference in the proportion of variance in behavior for which the five and six factors accounted, we used the model 
with the six scales to allow comparability between the present study and previous studies of the VFI. 
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